Made to Graze: Using Cattle to Regenerate Soil Health
Debby Dulworth, Dogwood Farm, LaCenter, KY

Beyond being a cattle farm in extreme western Kentucky, Dogwood Farm is part of an
ecosystem dominated by the nearby Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. Northern Ballard County was
still a wilderness of temperate rainforest in 1840, when settlers began clearing trees to convert
it to farm land. Almost every year since, more land has been cleared, tilled and planted to
crops.
Dogwood Farm pastures offer examples
of several different ways to affordably and
profitably convert long‐farmed row‐crop land‐‐
most of which had previously grown annual
monocultures of corn, winter wheat and
soybeans for many decades‐‐back to perennials
that will keep the ground covered with a
protective shield of living roots year‐round.
Cattle help restore and regenerate soil for highly
productive pasture. Pastures are limed to restore
pH balance, but no artificial fertilizers augment
the natural fertility that the diverse forages and grazing cattle supply, except on hayfields
where cattle can't graze often enough to adequately restore fertility.
Owned and operated by Toby and Debby Dulworth, Dogwood Farm is a vertically
integrated conception‐to‐consumer Hereford broodstock and beef operation, currently located
on two separate properties between the small communities of Bandana and Oscar. The two of
them share the duties of tending to about 300 head of cows, calves, heifers, bulls and grassfed
steers. Additional farmland supplies wheat hay, which Toby bales. A rented adjacent row‐crop
farm provides extra acres that can be grazed after harvest. Some years, good hay has been
purchased from neighbors for extra winter feed, adding an outside source of fertility and
organic matter.
Zachary Taylor Dulworth, Toby's great‐grandfather, began farming a hundred acres here
in 1897, growing tobacco, crops and a few cattle. His grandfather assembled his homeplace
farm during the early 1900s, but lost it during the Great Depression; his father bought it back
after World War II. Like most neighboring land, it grew less diverse, being mostly row crops by
1990.
Since beginning his herd with three head of cattle in 1964, when Toby was just thirteen
years old, all of his Hereford cow herd has grazed pastures, without any supplemental grain. By
the time he married Debby in 1977, Toby had thirty registered Hereford cows grazing on the
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homeplace farm where he grew up. Debby began keeping records of calf birth, weaning and
yearling weights. That same year, Tobe Sr. had a heart attack, and was forced into semi‐
retirement, so they began twelve years of full‐time farming, continuing through the 1980s.
Droughts, high interest rates, and a few other disasters took their toll during the '80s‐‐a
tough decade that greatly reduced the number of U.S. farmers. Toby went back to his teaching
career in 1989, farming whenever he had free hours. That same year, Debby read an article in
the Stockman Grass Farmer about Allan Savory's grazing system. Using temporary electric
fences to subdivide a weed‐infested, over‐grazed, high‐traffic twelve‐acre field into ten
paddocks and a lane, grazing thirty heifers through them, moving the heifers every two or three
days, then back‐fencing, allowed each grazed paddock to rest and re‐grow for almost a month.
Thus began the farm's first experiment with adaptive multi‐paddock grazing. Allowing paddocks
ample rest between grazings let fescue and clover flourish. Despite another drought, by the end
of that summer, deep green pasture thrived where sump weed and other unpalatable plants
had invaded.
Gradually, a few acres at a time, they began converting large pastures into smaller
paddocks using electric fencing, and planting various warm‐season annuals like grazing maize,
sorghum‐sudangrass, and cool season turnips, kale, winter peas, ryegrass and crimson clover.
Hay was usually fed alongside the green forages and stockpiled fescue during the winter
months. With well‐managed grazing, sometimes moving the steers several times per day,
depending on the forages, the pastures provided excellent feed for finishing steers or fattening
cull cows.
The beef animals, in turn, provided excellent fertility for the pastures while they
remained on the farm. Organic matter began to accumulate over the years, improving the
quality of both the soil and the forages, gradually increasing the carrying capacity. More land
near their home underwent conversion from row‐crops to pastures, until finally three hundred
acres on both farms were taken out of row‐crop cultivation to grow pasture for cattle.
During the 1990s, came a few years of shipping preconditioned steers away to feedlots
to be grain‐finished as Certified Hereford Beef. The death losses and high costs were
unacceptable. Finding a better way of marketing then became the next challenge, and direct
marketing to local consumers seemed the best option. The all‐natural grass‐finished beef
operation evolved in 2003, just as demand for wholesome pasture‐finished beef began to
increase. Debby began marketing whole‐cow ground beef at the Paducah Farmers' Market,
developing customer contacts, and also listing the farm on directories online, like eatwild.com
and localharvest.org.
Those health‐conscious customers, many of whom had diet‐related health conditions,
insisted on all‐natural beef, grown without hormones, antibiotics, steroids, chemical fertilizers,
pesticides and herbicides. Money saved from not having to purchase those things could be
spent on seeds to replenish the soil with diverse high‐quality forages to feed the cattle, grown
thickly enough to smother weeds. Direct‐marketing also guaranteed a fair and predictable price
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for beef buyers and a fair and consistent profit for Dogwood Farm All Natural Grass‐finished
Beef.
Following the annual forages came perennial plantings of improved endophyte‐free or
"friendly endophyte" tall fescue varieties, orchardgrass and timothy. To span the seasons,
Persister brome, white and red clovers, lespedeza and improved crabgrass varieties like
Quick'n'Big, are grown and allowed to reseed, and are also replenished as needed with a no‐till
planter to help smother unpalatable or toxic weeds like cocklebur and perilla mint.
Broadcasting seed with a drag harrow during late winter and early spring replenishes clovers
and other small‐seeded forages on several acres every year to keep stands thick, further
discouraging weeds. This has worked particularly well on stockpiled fescue fields that have
been winter‐grazed.
Keeping virtually all of the steers, bull calves and heifers at home until they are old
enough to market as beef or broodstock, instead of selling or shipping them away at weaning,
also preserves the fertility that they can contribute to the pastures while they are growing to
finished condition. Bale grazing in the pastures returns fertility to fields where hay has been
harvested, or supplements fertility when hay has been purchased. Hay also helped repair
damage from years of row‐crop erosion, adding organic matter more quickly. All major
waterways and riparian zones are fenced to protect streambanks.
The cow herd also has made very good use of the wide diversity of volunteer forages
that emerge in the former row‐crop fields, like Johnsongrass, foxtail, and barnyard grass.
Especially during spring green‐up, cows savor tap‐rooted broadleaf dock, dandelion and
plantain that bring up minerals from deep underground, along with improved grasses and
clovers. No pastures are monocultures; all contain various grasses and legumes
The cows are well‐trained to top‐graze almost everything, most weeds included. If
moved daily, they graze half and leave half. If an area needs to be grazed down to prepare for
over‐seeding, they can be left longer to trample the residue. This past summer, on nearby
rented land where hay had been fed throughout the previous winter, twenty dry fall‐calving
cows close‐grazed about six acres of waist‐high weeds that had been allowed to germinate.
That field provided the cows a smorgasbord of pink smartweed, various types of ragweed,
volunteer clover, along with other green forbs and grasses, recycling the fertility brought up
from diverse roots, adding billions of beneficial microbes from their rumens, replenishing the
life in the soil as man‐made ammonium nitrate could never do. Considering recent cost
increases for fertilizer, optimum use of fresh manure from grazing cattle to naturally renew soil
fertility makes sense.
The "man‐made" parts of farming here are the management of land through adaptive,
multi‐paddock grazing, the sowing of diverse forage crops and the management and selection
of livestock according to the standards of the Creator and creation, which demand constant
observation, remembering past mistakes, focused response, and attention to adaptation.
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As a 55‐year Hereford breeder, Toby hasn’t ignored the fact that cattle are not global
creatures, but rather local ones, integral with the natural environment. In response to
epigenetics (changes in cattle genetics caused by adaptation to their environment), selection of
breeding stock starts from the ground up, with the goal of improving the land by managing and
selecting the cattle that survive and thrive best on what grows here, enriching the soil, recycling
nutrients, conserving clean water and air.

The diverse pasture ecosystem also contributes to the survival of a multitude of wild
things that co‐exist with them here. Nearby, to the west of the farm is the 10,000‐acre Ballard
County Wildlife Refuge, a series of swamps and sloughs where bald cypresses and other
wetland plants are native. Part of the local ecosystem includes cypress trees as well as native
grasses that can tolerate low altitude and wet weather, like Eastern gamagrass. Ten acres of
the farm were planted with this long‐lived native perennial warm‐season grass in 1996.
Lespedeza and clover grow and reseeds among the thick clumps of gamagrass. Many fawns
have been born there.
All ecosystems are unions of living creatures, which can include livestock and forages.
This one includes cattle, diverse plant life including planted forages, trees, living soil, water, and
air in a complex alliance, linked together with the flow of energy from the sun in nutrient cycles.
From bees and dung beetles to cowbirds, bob‐white quail and wild turkeys, to mammals large
and small, like squirrels, raccoons, deer, and yes, even predators like hawks, bald eagles, foxes
and coyotes, all are necessary to the balance of nature at the last bend in the Ohio.
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Functional ecosystems are not neat, tidy and under perfect control at all times. Though
almost every grazed acre gets mowed once per year to suppress brush, briars and volunteer
mulberry and locust trees, patches of tall milkweeds remain in a pasture fencerow to feed the
larvae of migrating Monarch butterflies.
Storing carbon nutrients from the air in the soil by increasing its organic content is one
of the things well‐managed multi‐paddock cattle farms can and must do in the future to help
preserve ecosystems and mitigate climate change. Much of the current anti‐beef propaganda
ignores this necessity. Well‐managed grazing cattle actually enable plants to thrive, through
intermittent hoof traffic, short grazing periods and long resting periods: Roots of those plants
penetrate deeper, encouraging more carbon storage beneath the surface of the soil, providing
habitat for mycorrhizae and billions of beneficial microbes that help plants flourish.
The fact that the cow herd is so well‐adapted to the extremes of climate in the location
where they have been developed has been an essential part of its success. That ability to adapt
has always been the case with landrace breeds of livestock as well as the plants that feed them.
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